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Article 4

A f t e r g l o w
STELLAR KIM

W A S N ' T IT CRUEL, asking a blind man to look at the stars? The
question came back to Deb as she watched her husband sitting under
his reading lamp that distributed light in soft, even rays across their
living room. That's what he was now. Good as blind. Two surgeries
had failed to stop the progression of his disease and Carl's eyes, once
thrillingly deep set, were now two giant balls of pale blue all but lost
behind the thick lenses of his glasses. In the turquoise glow of the
lamp, Carl seemed a mere gray shadow occupying the armchair. He
stared ahead at nothing in particular, his head thrust forward, the
meaning of his face indecipherable. These days he complained that
even the fall N e w England dusk sent painful glares off the windows,
kitchen counter, and floors. A full year out of daylight had drained the
color from his face and body.
Deb read aloud the headlines in The Worcester Telegram & Gazette.
There was a lengthy feature on the budget deadlock between the
House and the Senate, an announcement about that afternoon's
Columbus Day celebrations, and an op-ed piece about Islam and
violence. She waited for Carl to say he wanted her to read him a
particular story. She lingered over the small headline that announced
"Meteor Storm of the Century." Again, she felt the same sensation
she'd had coming across the article earlier in the day. Her cheeks
grew warm, and after bringing the paper u p to her face, she reminded
herself that her husband could barely distinguish the chicken from
the pasta on his dinner plate, much less see her become flushed.
Deb could only imagine what the world was like for Carl now.
What did he see when he looked at her? In a selfish way, she was
glad his image of her would forever be sealed in her mid-fifties.
Certainly not at her prime, but before her body became morphed
by deep wrinkles, the accumulation of fat in surprising places, and
the expansion of hips. Lately, she avoided prolonged self scrutiny.
In front of the hallway mirror, she paused only for the brief moment
it took to deposit her keys and loose change into the ceramic bowl
and then to hang her coat on the hook. And when she brushed her
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teeth at night, she found herself keeping her eyes on the sink basin,
the shower, the toilet — anything but the fogged-up vanity mirror.
What she did see in her reflection was a w o m a n much older than
she should be, than she felt herself to be. Her face had become fully
rounded out by the hormones that dipped and peaked, and for the
first time, she could see she would look precisely as her mother had
late in life. Her lips, permanently dry, were circled by a soft down of
hair that darkened even as the hair around her temples grayed. By
some cruel turn of the universe, her breasts, which in her younger
days always filled her shirts no matter how hard she tried to hide
them, had become deflated, it seemed, almost overnight. She hadn't
questioned their buoyancy, had simply considered them a permanent
fixture of her body, but now they rested
like two useless weights on her chest —
pointless, burdensome things. She looked
at Carl. He sat with his hands gripping
the armrest as if he were guarding himself against a fall from a moving chair.
His unfocused eyes blinked to a regular
beat. A slight but now constant frown
made him appear slightly bull-dog faced
and equally irritated and confused. No,
it'd hardly matter anymore were she to
sit across from her husband at the dining
STELLAR KIM
table
dressed in nothing but hairpins
2007 Cooper Prize winner
and underwear.
"We should get u p for this," she said. "Starting at about 4 am, the
East Coast will have a clear view of the best meteor shower likely to
be seen this century," she read in the dry tone she imagined a scientist
might use.
It was cruel, asking a man who saw the world in a haze to try to
find particles no bigger than grains fleeting across the vastness of the
sky. Still, she made her case.
"We can get u p early, make eggs, and have a nice morning for
ourselves." She smiled at him, thinking he might at least sense her
smile, if not actually see it.
"Whatever you want." He didn't give anything away in his assent.
Deb would expect nothing less of her husband. With her, he was
always accommodating. But nowadays, he sat on that thin line
separating patience and indifference. She would've understood
any other reaction: anger, self-pity, languishing in gloom. Instead,
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he became simply silent and resigned. It might've been easier if her
husband were a man she could come to hate.
At Mass General the nurse led them to a sixth-floor office
overlooking the Charles River. It was a bright day. Deb gazed at
the glistening blue of the river as the surgeon described again the
mechanisms of the disease. In better years, she and Carl often took
their canoe downstream into Natick and the mills that dotted the
banks of the Charles.
"Unfortunately, there is nothing more we can do from here,"
the surgeon explained, looking contrite. He was a young man with
muscles too well-defined for someone w h o spent long hours inside
fluorescent-lit buildings. He held u p a model of an eye, presumably for
Deborah's benefit. He pointed to the ducts, the cornea, and the protein
fibers in the lens that would eventually separate and disintegrate.
"Ninety percent of cases are cured by some kind of surgery. It's
extremely rare for nothing to work, but for some people that's just the
case," he said. He twirled his pen incessantly and shuffled through
his papers, making Deb and Carl seem calm by comparison. It didn't
surprise Deb that even now, Carl kept quiet. He betrayed no emotion,
as though this were happening to some other couple. The surgeon
spoke of the prospects — a gradual narrowing of the field of vision
leading to eventual and complete blindness. He spoke of the coping
— planning for a fruitful life, changing the home environment, the
importance of keeping a positive outlook.
Later, when it was just the two of them in the office, the surgeon
put his hand on Deb's arm, surprising her with this tenderness.
"Ready yourself, Mrs. Connors," he said. "This is going to be tough
on everyone."
By the time they pulled u p to the South Worcester Unitarian Church,
the meeting place of their monthly support group, the parking lot was
largely deserted. Three large floats shaped like sailboats occupied a
corner. It took Deb a while to realize these were the remnants of the
earlier Columbus Day parade.
She parked the pickup next to the Nina or the Pinta — she could not
remember the name of the third ship — careful not to hit the papiermache planks that jutted from the sides. Deb felt Carl's resistance
reverberate next to her. He fumbled with his coat in a deliberate way.
He let out a soft yawn. He said, "Cold out there." The comment didn't
carry a tone but its meaning was clear. While she read book after book
with titles like Greater Vision, Relearning to See, and Sight for Life, he
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seemed somehow untouched by what was happening to them; he
didn't need to hash things out, didn't seem to long for what their
lives had been. She d u g for meaning in the consolation these doctors
and psychologists doled out over hundreds of pages. They offered
bland hope in phrases like "There is light at the end of the tunnel" and
"Out of the darkness will come light." They prescribed empathy and
patience for caretakers.
The basement of the church was ablaze in the green and red of
early Christmas decorations. A few paper turkeys and cornucopias
competed for space on the white walls with bells, stars, and pine.
Otherwise, it looked as if the congregation was determined to bypass
Thanksgiving altogether. Already the hall was filled with roughly
a dozen of the impaired and the spouses and grown children who
accompanied them. Most of the blind were well into their late sixties
and seventies, older than she and Carl, their large sunglasses cropping
off the day's last refracted sun that crept into the cold basement.
A man offered them watery coffee in Styrofoam cups. Storebought cookies stacked neatly into flimsy plastic trays were pulled
out from crinkly saran-lined bags. Two nondescript pies sat alongside
someone's homemade macaroni and cheese. A young woman stood
unnaturally close to a man she was chatting with. Deb recognized the
m a n as the brother of another blind girl. The w o m a n leaned in close
and laughed each time the man said something. Her clothes were
immaculate: she wore a soft-brushed suede jacket with a miniskirt
and tights. Casually slung on her arm was a handbag Deb could not
identify but recognized as designer. Her hair was pulled back neatly
into a ponytail. Her lipstick, though, was the wrong color, much too
bright for the fall. But how was a blind w o m a n to know such a thing?
She was not a bad-looking woman, the poor thing.
The meetings were facilitated by a short, portly female minister
w h o read from Corinthians at the beginning of each meeting. She
raised a thick forearm to point to the passage she was reading today,
her round face flushed to a meaty pink. She swayed broadly on her
heels. "For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I
know in part; then I shall understand fully." The minister held in front
of her an enlarged picture — a snapshot of a street — then brought an
opaque screen in front of it. "Can you imagine seeing the world like
this?" she turned to the families to ask. She allowed no space for any
answer. "The Latin word cataracta means waterfall. Can you imagine
trying to peer out of a waterfall?"
Deb scanned the room. Occasionally there were newcomers and
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their faces of loss and doom mirrored her own. The experts talked
constantly of acceptance and moving forward. Of finding meaning in
tragedy. Deb was beginning to doubt she could feel any of that. That
anything about this ordeal could get better with time.
In the crowd she spotted a middle-aged couple with their teenage
son who'd been blinded in a car wreck. In Massachusetts, it'd become
hard not to feel like you knew about the accident in an intimate w a y
Promising athlete blinded in teen drag racing, the papers announced. The
news showed pictures of the boy in his football jersey and helmet
and usually closed with a shot of the guide dog, a black Labrador
purchased with donations collected by his classmates. His mother
sobbed when the minister held u p the picture of the crowded street.
"He's not ready for this." "He's so young," the mother alternately
offered. The boy put on a brave face, not even flinching when his
father too, broke d o w n in loud sobs. He seemed to want only to pet
his seeing-eye dog, reaching for the top of the dog's head but grabbing
the muzzle instead.
The door creaked open and an old man made his way into the
room, gingerly pushing his walker along the wall. Deb saw a string
of Christmas lights that had become loose from the wall tangle his
thin ankles and before she could gather the sense to do anything, she
saw him go head d o w n and collapse like paper onto the carpet. When
he was hoisted up, a wet circle crept onto the crotch of his pants and
radiated into a stain. While their friends were happily settling into
new retirement, planning cruises that took them to the jungles of
Costa Rica and to the Alaskan glaciers, while they formed elaborate
play dates with grandchildren, there was for her only this to grapple
with. She and Carl had been forced prematurely into living the small
lives of the elderly.
"Well, you have to live your life," Nancy said in her usual matterof-fact way. They were in Nancy's kitchen, sipping wine from Chile,
a place Deb couldn't associate with grape orchards. Nancy and John
traveled every few months and always returned with a taste for new
foods and customs. From time to time, they brought out a spice or
drink they'd learned about and which she and Carl inevitably found
too pungent, overly sweet, or otherwise intolerable.
She and Nancy had been college friends and were now neighbors.
Along the way, their lives diverged. At their get-togethers, Nancy
was exuberant about a trip planned or taken, some new couple she
and John had met at a dinner, another academic honor or athletic
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competition to which they had w o n bragging rights by way of their
grandchildren. Their meetings always lifted Deb up. She and Nancy
laughed and chatted, not heeding how the time passed until Carl
would begin to drift to sleep or John turned on some late night TV
show. But leaving them, Deb felt always like she was an imposter
in her own life, as if the w o m a n w h o had only updates to give on
her and her husband's health, some gardening project or shopping
excursion, an exceptionally good show she'd seen on TV, was not the
w o m a n whose life story she'd thought would be her own.
Live your own life. Deb tried to recall what she'd said to prompt
Nancy into dispensing such pearls of wisdom. Her own life was
Carl's life. They were bound, as wives and husbands are, the ups and
downs of their lives tangled. What choice was there? "All I'm saying
is," Nancy began again, interrupting her thoughts, "you're there for
Carl, but you have to take care of yourself."
Nancy pitied her. Deb could tell. In Nancy's house there were
pictures of John running road races, John and Nancy on bike trips
through the south of France, John and Nancy smiling over umbrella
drinks on beaches across the world.
Deb had once considered Carl to be a man like John — passionate,
competitive, and full of wants. For Carl, furniture design had not been
simply about making a living. His creations were going to change
people's daily lives; the way they thought about their kitchens, the
ambiance in which they dined, how they slept. When they first met,
what she'd loved most were Carl's hands. "These are the hands of
an artist," she often thought during the first years of their marriage.
When he reached for something and brushed u p against the back of
her arm or knee, or when he placed his hand gently on her back, it
sent a sharp tingle through her body.
Already, it would be nearly twenty five years since they'd had
their first major break that launched them into a dizzying schedule
of exhibitions, judging engagements, invitations to gallery openings,
consultations with wealthy homeowners, and talks delivered to
crowds of fawning art students. To live with Carl in the last decade was
to witness a man's slow and deliberate decline into self-obliteration.
Each opportunity she watched him pass u p was like letting a child
refuse nourishment. Of course in hindsight now, she understood
the complaints from customers about mismatched fabric, why Carl
would have her check to see that table and chair legs were level, why
he'd turn d o w n project after project of any merit. She herself didn't
linger too long on explaining Carl's early successes to the handful of
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new acquaintances they managed to make in the last few years. She
had her limits. She grew tired of explaining how his innovations were
now standard for even mass-produced furniture from China, only to
have Carl chime in with snide comments. "Now I innovate on fixing
wobbling chairs," he'd say, or "My mastery is in getting grape juice
stains out of upholstery and patching u p the work of angry cats."
People laughed loudly at such jokes — pitying laughs they gave to
the handicapped — but Carl wasn't one to pick u p on such subtleties,
and their insulting sympathy he took as encouragement.
He drank now with carpenters, plumbers, and the local union
men at bars where they were so grateful when you bought two
watered down drinks that they gave you the third for free, and Carl
returned home from these places with the smell of chicken wings
and popcorn wafting from his clothes. Over the years, Carl's hands
became calloused as a workman's hands do, and she wondered what
sensation remained in them. She wondered if he felt anything when
they accidentally grazed some part of her.
John entered the kitchen, pouring himself more wine and without
their so much as needing to ask, topped off both his wife's and Deb's
glasses. He was always refined in those ways, anticipating people's
needs. John smiled, revealing a trace of fine lines that only accentuated
how youthful he still looked. Carl's skin, not just on his face but also on
his neck, arms, and knees, had an amorphous looseness to it. Deb felt a
flash of anger at Nancy and John standing casually askance, unversed
in pain and unaware of the cruel depths of life's disappointments.
"We could use some more crackers out there," he said, giving
Nancy a rather d r a w n out peck on the cheek before reaching into
the cupboards.
Nancy gathered u p the tray of cheese and crackers. She gave Deb
a steady look. "Think about what we discussed," she said before
leaving the kitchen.
"You guys having a good conversation?" John asked, settling
himself onto a stool across the counter.
"Oh, you know, girls' stuff."
John had made passes at her before. With men like him, it was
impossible to distinguish when they were being charming and when
they were crossing the line, but she was not so naive, not quite prudish
enough that she could not detect an intent in the certain look he gave
when the two of them were alone, the way he maintained his gaze for
just too long whenever they made eye contact, or how he touched her
on her forearm as he spoke. The compliments he bestowed on her were
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not inappropriate, nothing he couldn't reiterate within earshot of
their spouses. Still, there was your clear-cut infidelity, and there was a
way to crawl into bed with someone that didn't involve taking off your
clothes or going anywhere near a bed at all. From time to time, when
John took too many liberties with his flatteries, she'd scold him like a
schoolboy out of line with a simple but determined, "Oh now, John."
Tonight she'd found herself changing first into a pantsuit and
then into a moss green dress, which she only later remembered John
once mentioned brought out her eyes nicely. She put on daringly red
lipstick and swept her hair up, none of which, she realized, her own
husband would notice. She was sure Nancy knew of John's tendencies
but perhaps Nancy accepted her husband for what he was. And if
John were so bold as to actually proposition her, Nancy would know
at the least, to trust Deb. Deb was faithful, if anything.
"Carl seems well, considering." John looked at her intently. "The
question is, how are you doing?"
"I'm hanging in there. You know, keeping a positive outlook as
they say." John studied her as she said this. It was impossible to know
what he was trying to catch in her face or what judgments he made.
"Why don't you take a trip? You should join us the next time we
go to Florida. Give yourself a break. You'd love it. The sun, the water.
You forget everything d o w n there." He took a long sip from his wine
glass. From the den, the sound of the game on the television drifted
in. "This," he whispered, pointing a finger at what, she didn't know,
"should not be your life."
It was during the weeks after their marriage, in the fall of '66,
w h e n she and Carl set out on their trip across the southwest in Carl's
Pontiac LeMans convertible. Baby Blue, he called the LeMans. Baby
Blue on the open road, he'd say, tapping the dashboard. When Dylan's
It's All Over Now, Baby Blue came on the air, Carl cranked u p the
radio and chimed in. He twirled his fingers in Deb's hair as he sang,
smoothing out curls tangled by the desert wind. At rare moments,
the blue of the metal reflected off Carl's eyes in such a way that car
and eyes seemed to blend with the clear desert sky.
The first manned Apollo landing was still a year or two away and
Carl was closely following NASA's surveyor missions that had set out
to scan for landing spots. "To the moon," he said each time he started
the Baby Blue. "To uncharted territories," he'd whisper, pointing his
index finger toward the sky then waving his arm slowly across the
expanse of the road.
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Everything about the desert amazed her. She relished the crisp air,
the way it washed over her skin each morning. She was amazed by
the dramatic colors of the sky and how the giant pale boulders that
cut u p the flatness of the sandy landscape absorbed and exaggerated
the changing colors of the sun throughout the day. When neither she
nor Carl spoke they heard nothing for miles except the h u m m i n g of
the LeMans and the occasional other cars that whizzed by.
They camped in Sedona. Both she and Carl, natives of Providence,
were stunned by the absolute dark of the desert night. All that was
around them seemed to be a shade of black they had not known was
possible.
They'd heard nothing of what was to transpire above them, so
when after making love, they noticed the silent shooting stars slicing
through the desert air, the sky becoming crowded with stars, it seemed
to Deb that even the heavens were celebrating their happiness.
The meteors had seemed to fall from a single point above so that by
keeping their eyes on one section of the sky, they could track them as
they fell in dissipating arcs. Deb was amazed by the absolute silence
of the event. It seemed unfit for a phenomenon of such magnificence
not to be followed with tremendous noises, not to call to attention all
the h u m a n senses.
As they watched the skies from their tent they talked about a
townhouse in Boston near the Charles or the Common, about the
daughter and son they would skate with on Frog Pond, and in
the spring, take to feed the ducks in the Garden. Of course they'd
never had those children. But back then there'd been the promise of
unlimited possibilities.
Throughout the night, Deb woke fretfully. She could not tell if Carl
was awake. He was as composed in his sleep as he was in his waking
hours, making no noise, never snoring.
When the clock showed twenty to four Deb swung her legs off the
bed. Carl stirred and immediately sat up.
"I just couldn't sleep," she said. "You don't have to get u p already."
She wondered again about the sense in rousing a nearly blind man
out of bed to look at the night sky.
"It's OK. We have to get an early start if we're going to catch a
good show." He let her direct everything they did. This was part of
the new Carl that withdrew, that accepted all that fell before him as
unavoidable, even if it called for his getting dressed to sit in the yard
in the middle of the night.
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Though they were bundled in pajamas, night robes, and winter
coats, the early morning N e w England air was a shock. Carl seemed
to be shivering.
They decided to watch from the inside of their truck where at
least they would be spared the wind. Once inside Deb realized she
had instinctively taken the driver's side. We're not actually going
anywhere, she thought and was amused. Carl sat facing straightahead, not looking u p into the sky.
The engine whirred at a high pitch, straining to power the heater,
but a continuous stream of chill air piped through the vents. They
didn't speak for a while and when Deb opened her mouth, the warmth
of her breath left a circle of fog on the windshield.
"Did you know the Indians thought meteors were the souls of the
dead traveling to their afterlife?" she asked.
" H m m , so then that'll be a lot of folks that died last night," he
said, nodding.
"They say these things are no bigger than the size of sand by the
time we see them. It's the burning that causes all the light."
Deb watched the first meteor flash across the distant sky. Within
seconds a few more sped by. Again, she was surprised by the silence
of it all. She looked at Carl. Did he know what was happening? Could
he tell there were pieces of giant rock breaking apart miles above the
earth and falling toward them at unfathomable speeds?
"They're starting, Carl," she said quietly.
"OK," he replied without looking up.
She quickly fell into the habit of describing what she saw to him.
"There was one that passed by just now. Must've been quite big. That
was probably the size of your average sunflower seed."
"Wow," she added a short while after. "We had another close one.
That looked like it could've gone into Nancy and John's house." On
mentioning John's name, she felt her pulse quicken. He understood
that Deb deserved more — more excitement, more happiness, more
than Carl, if she interpreted his meaning correctly.
"I read these things brought life to earth," she said, subdued now.
"You know, dust from space."
"They also killed off the dinosaurs," Carl added.
For a while they sat in the darkness and said nothing. Deb could
hear cars as they sped past on 1-95. Where were all these people going
at this hour? What kinds of happenings filled their days that they had to
get such an early start to cram it all in? She thought of John and Nancy
and the invitation to vacation with them. That would be exciting.
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She could use a change of location. Certainly the w a r m weather.
She thought about the three of them on the beach drinking tropical
cocktails. She imagined the heat of the Florida sun on her legs and
pictured John's smooth skin, the way it would glisten in that sun.
"I hope people are watching this." Carl spoke staring straight
ahead into the darkness. He hadn't looked u p once.
"It'd be a shame not to."
"Cold out there, though," he said.
Deb fidgeted with the heater but save for a short burst of tepid
air, the temperature inside the truck didn't seem to budge. They let
another soundless minute pass until Carl broke the silence.
"Reminds me of that d u m p we had in Cambridge and how the
damn heat would shut off in the middle of the night."
"Jesus. That good-for-nothing radiator, clanking and hissing all
day. Jesus, that thing always died on the coldest nights. It's a wonder
we lived in some of the places we did."
"I suppose when you're young and don't know better, you develop
a thick skin for discomfort. Like evolution. Survival of the fittest.
Adaptation and all that."
It seemed they hadn't talked this long in a year or so. Deb paused,
rethinking and turning her words over in her mind, plotting a way to
keep the dialog moving. "Do you recall sitting out on the lawn on hot
nights because we had no air conditioning?"
Carl let out a snort. "That heat trap."
They chuckled for a few minutes. And then Carl laughed again and
Deb joined him, sighing and shaking her head at their foolishness.
Another faint ray of light arced across the horizon. She followed its
trajectory as it petered out, seeming to leave a muted residue of its
brief brilliance against the sky. The predawn horizon came into view
in a hazy unnatural glow, lights from Boston maybe, or perhaps from
the knot of highways that intersected several miles u p ahead.
"Remember — Jesus it was a while back now — w h e n we first saw
something like this?" she asked hesitantly. She felt her face redden
again with some expectation.
For a long while Carl didn't speak and she wasn't sure he'd ever
open his mouth again. But almost as if recalling something by rote, a
factoid he'd kept simply resting on the tip of his tongue, he said, "The
open road in the Baby Blue."
She was afraid of stanching the flow of conversation with eager
questions, but it was as if a will she could not summon u p before took
over her. She pushed on. "That was something, wasn't it, Carl?"
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Carl chuckled then curled his lips — a habit he fell into when he
turned pensive. "That was a whole other time," he said, whistling
softly. Deb thought she caught a glimpse of recognition in his face.
For a while in the ensuing silence Deb stared ahead. "Do you
remember," she asked, "how h a p p y w e were during that trip?
Driving around with no idea about what town w e ' d hit next, where
we were going to sleep? We met some characters that way." She
laughed again.
She felt something soften in the rigid way Carl filled his seat. "We
were explorers, Deb," he said, a certain edge no longer detectable in
his voice.
"We were on a mission."
"Crazy times," he added moments later, his voice trailing off.
The meteors were falling rapidly now, one right after another.
In one moment, Deb spotted three of them traveling side-by-side,
streaking in unison across the sky directly above.
"My God! Did you see that?" she cried out. Immediately, the sharp
awareness of his condition, of what he was no longer capable of doing,
hit her like a slap across her chest. These days, this sudden reminder of
that which she never truly forgot, only managed to push to the back of
her mind for brief moments of the day, struck her unannounced while
she was breading chicken for supper, pretending to lose herself in a
book, or strolling the perimeter of the lake, arms pumping, to clear
her mind. At such moments, she felt simply pinned to the ground. She
wanted only to be lifted out of her body and to drift away from their
two-story colonial, their living room with the shades drawn tight, the
dank smell of mold that, no matter how scrupulously Deb devoted
herself to scrubbing, flourished in the absence of sun.
And now, her silly question h u n g like a jab in the air between them.
She looked at Carl in apology.
"It's beautiful, Deb," he said from next to her. "Just beautiful."
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